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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Handling Editor: Dr. Catalina L Toma Cyber dating abuse (CDA) is a growing problem with serious consequences for adolescents, hence the importance
of understanding its relationship to other variables for developing more effective prevention strategies. The
current study aimed first to analyze CDA, bullying, sexting and myths of romantic love depending on sex (girls vs
boys), country (Spain vs Latin American countries) and religiosity (high vs low). The second objective was to
investigate the explanatory factors of CDA, examining variables associated with bullying, sexting and myths of
romantic love, using structural equation modeling (SEM). The sample consisted of 3264 adolescents between 14
and 18 years old (52% girls; 32% Spanish; 68% Latin Americans). Findings showed that boys had more bullying
engagement, sexting, and assumption of myths of romantic love. The highly religious group presented less
sexting engagement. The results also revealed that CDA is associated with sexting and that myths of romantic
love have mediational effects. Prevention programs should include strategies to help adolescents use the Internet
safely and identify any type of abusive behavior both among peers and in a romantic relationship, taking into
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account the peculiarities of virtual interactions.

1. Introduction

Romantic relationships are a relevant part of young people’s social
lives, with significant influence on their emotional development. In their
first relationships, adolescents often feel new emotions and must deal
with potential conflict (e.g., jealousy, insecurities), and violent dy-
namics and physically, emotionally/psychologically or sexually abusive
behaviors can sometimes develop (Caridade et al., 2020). Nowadays, it
is quite easy for dating violence to move from the real world to the
virtual world. As technology and social networks have become inte-
grated into young people’s daily lives, social interactions and dating
relationships (Romo-Tobon et al., 2020), cyber dating abuse (CDA) has
emerged as a new form of abuse. CDA is defined as the use of technology
and digital media to perpetrate any abusive behavior deliberately and
repeatedly towards the partner or ex-partner in the context of a dating or
courtship relationship. It encompasses a wide range of behaviors
grouped into five dimensions: direct psychological aggression, control,
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public harassment, cyber sexual aggression and social exclusion (Mar-
tinez-Soto & Ibabe, 202.3). Recent research shows that CDA is a growing
phenomenon worldwide, with an estimated victimization rate as high as
47% (Martinez-Soto & Ibabe, 2023).

Several studies suggest a strong association between cyber dating
abuse and offline dating abuse (e.g., Cava, Buelga, et al., 2020; Melander
& Marganski, 2020; Zweig et al., 2013). Zweig et al. (2013) even showed
that almost all adolescents who suffered cyber dating abuse had also
experienced offline psychological dating abuse. These findings could be
suggesting a co-occurrence of offline dating abuse and cyber dating
abuse in dating relationships. However, CDA has some differential
characteristics from offline dating abuse, which justifies specific
research on CDA and its correlates. For example, it is very difficult for a
victim to escape the online abuse, as it is practically impossible to delete
something once it is online, remaining permanently on the Internet.
Furthermore, abusive messages and images can be re-sent by third
parties, which would facilitate revictimization (Calvete et al., 2021).
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Some victims of CDA present polyvictimization or polyaggression,
showing a higher alcohol and/or drug use, engagement in risky sexual
behaviors like sexting, and are more likely to have suffered bullying
victimization (Caridade & Braga, 2020; Van Ouytsel et al., 2017). Po-
tential gender differences in CDA have also been a prevalent research
issue, and a meta-analysis has reported CDA victimization as gender
symmetrical (Martinez-Soto & Ibabe, 2023).

Experiencing cyber dating abuse is associated with negative psy-
chological and physical outcomes. Several studies suggest that the
impact of CDA is wide-ranging and causes considerable harm. For
example, victims of CDA have reported depression and anxiety, weight
change, sleep disturbance and self-harm behaviors (Brown et al., 2021).
However, research on the context in which CDA among adolescents
occurs is still scarce and possible differences between boys and girls have
not been explored yet.

1.1. Myths of romantic love

Myths of romantic love include some unreal and distorted beliefs
about the nature of love (e.g., power of love to cope with all difficulties,
love is suffering, jealousy is a sign of love, the existence of soul mates)
(Sanchez-Hernandez et al., 2020). Adolescents and young people may be
more vulnerable to the influence of these myths, making them justify
and accept that certain abusive, controlling and jealous behaviors are
expressions of love or worry in their romantic relationship (Cava, Mar-
tinez-Ferrer, et al., 2020). Higher prevalence rates of these beliefs about
love have indeed been found among young individuals (Borrajo et al.,
2015; Rodriguez-Castro & Alonso-Ruido, 2015). With the internaliza-
tion of myths of romantic love, adolescents may interpret their partner’s
jealousy and controlling behaviors as normal as well as tolerate their
abusive behaviors thinking their partner is their true love. In this way,
those adolescents who believe the most in the romantic myths of love
could be exposed to more cyber dating abuse, more specifically, to cyber
control (Borrajo et al., 2015; Cava et al., 2020a, 2020b).

Some studies found a higher prevalence of myths among boys (Bis-
quert-Bover et al., 2019), while other research reflects that girls have a
greater adherence to myths (Marcos et al., 2020). Differences between
boys and girls have been observed in some specific beliefs in the myths
of romantic love. In a meta-analysis by Jiménez-Picon et al. (2022),
women showed higher levels of beliefs related with the only true love,
eternal passion and couple myths, whereas men believed more in mar-
riage, jealousy and love-maltreatment link myths. Similarly, in a study
carried by Rodriguez-Castro et al. (2013), adolescent girls showed a
higher belief in the myth of the omnipotence of love, whereas adolescent
boys more easily accepted the romantic myths of jealousy as a sign of
love and the possible coexistence of love and abuse in a relationship.
According to the theory of differential socialization, boys and girls ac-
quire differentiated gender identities that involve attitudes, behaviors
and stereotypical norms of conduct assigned to each gender (Ferrer
Pérez and Bosch Fiol, 2013). Therefore, these differences in myths of
romantic love may imply a different influence on CDA for boys and girls,
and may be used differently to justify their CDA behaviors with their
partners, but more research is needed.

Existing empirical evidence highlights the complex influence of
religious beliefs on myths of romantic love, sexist beliefs or intimate
partner violence. Some studies have indicated that religious practice is
related to sexist attitudes (Aliri et al., 2013; Nava-Reyes et al., 2018) and
myths of romantic love (Nava-Reyes et al., 2018). Male perpetrators of
violence against women may justify their behavior based on patriarchal
attitudes rooted in religious beliefs, although there is variation across
religions and levels of religiosity (Nason-Clark et al., 2018; Perales &
Bouma, 2019), and women who experience intimate partner violence
often use religious language to explain and tolerate it (Hosseini-Sedehi,
2016; Westenberg, 2017). However, other studies have found no dif-
ferences in abuse rates between those attending and not attending
church (Institute for Family Studies, 2019; Wang et al., 2009).
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1.2. Bullying and sexting

Bullying has certain similarities with CDA, as it is a multi-causal form
of violence that is repeated over time on a long-term basis, based on a
power imbalance between the aggressor and the victim. It can be
expressed in a direct (physical aggression or verbal aggression) or in-
direct/relational way (exclusion, social rejection, gossiping, cold
shouldering or manipulating the victim’s friends) (Viejo et al., 2020;
Zych et al., 2019). Dating abuse and bullying are prevalent antisocial
behaviors, and both emerge in the evolving peer group, which is crucial
in the socialization process of adolescents. Dynamics of bullying, in
which the peer group can reinforce aggressive behaviors of the perpe-
trators, might make violence appear socially desirable (Zych et al.,
2019). Thus, the lessons learned in the peer relationship domain could
be easily transferred to new contexts, such as romantic relationships.
Some studies have shown that bullying is a strong predictor of offline
dating abuse in adolescence (Munoz-Fernandez et al., 2019; Zych et al.,
2019). Although studies analyzing the relation between bullying and
cyber dating abuse have been scarce, it was found that adolescents who
reported bullying victimization or perpetration were more likely to have
engaged in cyber dating abuse perpetration (Van Ouytsel et al., 2017).

Similarly, victims of cyber dating abuse are at a heightened risk of
being involved in other risk behaviors, including sending personal in-
formation to strangers, or sexting behaviors. Sexting includes the ex-
change of messages, images, photographs or videos with sexual content
through different electronic media with some level of consent, between
peers (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017). This phenomenon is divided into two
categories, active sexting, including actions of creating, showing, post-
ing, sending or forwarding, and passive sexting, with actions like asking,
being asked and receiving (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017). It is a frequent
practice among young people (Gil-Llario et al., 2021; Molla-Esparza
et al., 2021) and a risk factor for CDA (Machimbarrena et al., 2018;
Quesada et al., 2018). Gender differences have been found for the type
of sexting practiced and, concerning reactions to sexts, girls appear to be
more at risk of harm or embarrassment when receiving such messages
(Barrense-Dias et al., 2017).

Although sexting can be practiced with peers (not necessarily
involved in a romantic relationship) the exchange of images or videos
with a highly erotic content, clearly insinuating poses or loaded with
sensuality, are commonly carried out between couples as a demonstra-
tion of their mutual love and desire (Van Ouytsel et al., 2019). However,
these practices can lead to highly dangerous outcomes. One of the
greatest risks of sexting is the possible dissemination of the material sent
by the person who has received it, without the permission of its owner.
When done with the aim to harm or humiliate the other, it could be
considered as bullying. A critical time in a dating relationship for that
dissemination to happen is the breakup, especially if the ex-partner does
not accept it. Some studies have explored the relationship between
sexting and dating abuse, suggesting that adolescents involved in sexting
practices were more likely to engage in dating abuse, more specifically
in cyber dating abuse (Morelli et al., 2016; Quesada et al., 2018).

1.3. The current study and hypothesis

Considering the negative consequences of cyber dating abuse and the
need to explore its relation to other behaviors, this study aimed to
improve understanding of some variables related to perpetration and
victimization of cyber dating abuse in adolescents of Spanish-speaking
countries. To our knowledge, there is a lack of research on sexting and
bullying differences depending on country and religiosity. Thus, the first
objective of the study was to analyze CDA, bullying, sexting and myths
of romantic love in adolescents for significant differences depending on
sex (girls vs boys), country (Spain vs Latin American countries) and
religiosity (high vs low religiosity). Three hypotheses were posited in
relation to this objective:
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Hypothesis 1. Given the nature of the myths of romantic love included
in this study (jealousy, exclusivity, omnipotence of love), it is expected
that boys will show greater adherence to these myths than girls (Cava
et al., 2023; Jiménez-Picon et al., 2022); young males also adhere to
traditional gender roles more frequently than young females (Nava-R-
eyes et al., 2018).

Hypothesis 2. Differences in myths of romantic love between coun-
tries are expected, as have been found in previous research (Bonil-
la-Algovia & Rivas-Rivero, 2021).

Hypothesis 3. Romantic myths will be observed more frequently in
adolescents with high religiosity compared with low religiosity (Aliri
et al., 2013; Nava-Reyes et al., 2018).

The second objective was focused on the relationships between
bullying, sexting, demographics and the mediating role of myths of
romantic love in predicting CDA among adolescents, using structural
equation modeling (SEM). Specifically, the objective was to study the
potential mediational effect of myths of romantic love between male
gender and CDA. Since victims of cyber dating abuse are usually also
perpetrators, the SEM model included two observed variables (victimi-
zation and perpetration) in the CDA factor. Three hypotheses were
postulated in relation to this objective.

Hypothesis 4. Gender will have indirect effects on CDA through myths
of romantic love, since, as has been seen in previous research, boys may
show more myths of romantic love, and that these beliefs are positively
related to tolerant attitudes toward abuse in dating relationships (Cava
et al., 2023).

Hypothesis 5. Sexting will be a significant predictor of CDA, as pre-
vious studies have shown that adolescents involved in sexting practices
were more likely to engage in dating abuse, more specifically in cyber
dating abuse (Morelli et al., 2016; Quesada et al., 2018).

Hypothesis 6. It is expected that bullying will be a predictor of CDA.
In previous studies, bullying has been associated with CDA (Van Ouytsel
et al., 2017), and offline dating abuse (Munoz-Fernandez et al., 2019;
Zych et al., 2019).

2. Method
2.1. Participants

Sample selection was carried out using the convenience sampling
method. The sample consisted of 3264 in-school adolescents between
the ages of 14 and 18 years at the time of recruitment (median = 15
years old), of which 52% were girls, from Spain (32%) and four Latin
American countries (Argentina = 5%; Chile = 18%; Ecuador = 8%j;
Mexico = 25%, Peru = 12%). In relation to their academic performance,
40% of the participants had obtained good grades, 43% had passed all
subjects, and 17% had failed one or more subjects. Over 95% lived in an
urban area while 5% lived in a rural area. The vast majority of the ad-
olescents were heterosexual, with just 3% being homosexual. Regarding
their religious beliefs, 58.1% of the participants identified various
Christian denominations as their current religion, 21.5% reported other
non-Christian religions and 20.4% reported no religion.

2.2. Instrument and variables

The evaluation instrument used was the YOURLIFE project self-
report questionnaire (Carlos et al.,, 2016; Lopez-del Burgo et al.,
2021). This instrument has been used in several national and interna-
tional surveys carried out among adolescents and based in other ques-
tionnaires (Cleland, 2001) (see Appendix).

2.2.1. Socio-demographic variables
Information concerning the socio-demographic data of the
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participants was collected, among them sex, age, country of residence,
school grades or religion. Regarding religion, two items were included in
the questionnaire, what their religion or religious belief was and how
often they went to the church of their religion.

2.2.2. Cyber dating abuse

This scale is composed of five items to measure CDA perpetration (e.
g., “You control what your partner does on social media”) and other five
items in order to measure CDA victimization, including control and
cyber sexual aggression behaviors. All possible responses to these items
were formulated on a Likert scale with a range between O (never) and 6
(very frequently).

In CDA perpetration, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) value of 0.754
indicated that the data were suitable for factor analysis and found to be
significant in Bartlett’s test of sphericity (32 (10) = 6615.41, p < .001).
The principal axis factoring extraction method was applied because data
were significantly non-normally distributed. It revealed that the scale
presented a one-dimensional structure, which explained 54.86% of the
total variance of the scale with eigenvalues greater than 1.0. At the same
time, in CDA victimization, the KMO value (0.744) indicated that the
data were good for factor analysis, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was
significant y2 (10) = 4039.04, p < .001. The principal axis factoring
method explained most of the common variance and was robust to vi-
olations of the normality assumption (Lloret-Segura et al., 2014). The
principal axis factoring method revealed that the scale presented a
one-dimensional structure, explaining 56.05% of the total variance of
the scale with eigenvalue greater than 1.0. The internal consistency of
this scale was a = 0.83 for CDA perpetration and o« = 0.80 for CDA
victimization.

2.2.3. Sexting engagement

Sexting behaviors were categorized into active sexting and passive
sexting. Active sexting, i.e., creating and sending sexual content, was
measured with two items (e.g., “Send images of erotic/sexual content of
yourself”). Passive sexting, including receiving and asking for sexual
content, was also assessed with two items (e.g., “Receive images of
erotic/sexual content in which someone you know appears”). All
possible responses to the statements were recorded with three answer
options (Yes = 1; No; = 0; I don’t know = missing value). In relation to
active sexting, the KMO value was 0.500, and the Bartlett’s test of
sphericity was significant y* (1) = 108.82, p < .001. These results
indicated that factor analysis was appropriate for these data. The prin-
cipal components extraction method revealed that the scale presented a
one-dimensional structure, which explained 59.44% of the total vari-
ance of the scale with eigenvalue greater than 1.0. The internal consis-
tency of this scale (« = 0.32) was very poor. For passive sexting, the
KMO value was 0.500, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant y2
(1) = 501.51, p < .001. The principal components extraction method
revealed a one-dimensional structure for the scale, which explained
69.82% of the total variance of the scale with eigenvalue greater than
1.0. The internal consistency of this scale (a = 0.57) was acceptable.

2.2.4. Myths of romantic love

Participants were asked about four beliefs regarding romantic love
(e.g., “Love means to be jealous”). Responses were recorded with a
Likert scale from O = completely disagree to 6 = completely agree. The
KMO value of 0.685 indicated that the data were adequate for factor
analysis, with Bartlett’s test of sphericity significant x (6) = 1381.52, p
< .001. The principal axis factoring method showed that the scale pre-
sented a one-dimensional structure, which explained 47.01% of the total
variance of the scale with eigenvalue greater than 1.0. The internal
consistency of this scale (« = 0.59) was acceptable.

2.2.5. Bullying experiences
To determine the participants’ involvement in bullying behaviors,
they were asked about perpetrated and suffered bullying, including
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physical and psychological aggression. Two items were included, one
about victimization (“I have suffered some kind of physical or psycho-
logical damage or aggression -been insulted, hit, belittled ... - by
someone from my school or high school”). The question about perpe-
tration (“I have exerted/caused some type of damage or physical or
psychological aggression -I have insulted, hit, belittled ... - someone
from my school or high school”). The response scale used was a 7-point
Likert scale that asked how many times the situation had happened with
arange between O (never) and 6 (very frequently). The KMO value of 0.50
was quite poor and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant y? (1) =
550.87, p < .001. The principal axis factoring method showed the scale’s
one-dimensional structure, explaining 39.95% of the total variance of
the scale with an eigenvalue of 0.80. The internal consistency of this
scale (a = 0.56) did not reach the desirable level (« > 0.70).

2.3. Procedure

The data used in this study was collected as part of the YourLife
Project, which was carried out in six countries. Educational centers were
invited to take part in an email which also provided the link to the
website designed to offer detailed information to the participants
(http://www.proyectoyourlife.com/en/). Schools that agreed to
participate were further informed about the process of the study and, on
the specified date, each school administered the questionnaire in person
during school time. The general design of the study was approved by the
Ethics Committee of the University of Navarra, and each new participant
school was asked to follow the project’s specific ethical guidelines. The
respective ethics committee of each participating country had access to
the questionnaire prior to application.

Adolescents in the participating schools were verbally informed
about its purpose; thereafter, written information was provided detail-
ing the objectives of the project as well as their rights. The framework
questionnaire was administered after parental permission for this
research was received. Participants filled out a self-report questionnaire
in which they did not provide names or any other personally identifiable
information. The surveys were designed to ensure this anonymous
participation. No incentive for participation was offered, but each school
was sent a report with the overall results of their center, and the
implementation of specific educational programs was encouraged to
prevent the problems identified through the study. The data of the
present study were collected before the COVID- 19 pandemic, and the
detailed data collection procedure can be found in a previous publica-
tion (Lopez-del Burgo et al., 2021).

2.4. Data analysis

The prevalence rate of CDA was calculated on the basis of partici-
pants scoring 1 (occasionally) or more in any of the questionnaire items,
as well as the prevalence rates of sexting. Subsequently, analyses of the
differences in the means of CDA were performed by sex (girls vs boys),
country (Spain vs Latin America countries) and religiosity (high religi-
osity vs low religiosity). The religiosity median was used to dicothomize
this variable (below the median for the “low religiosity” group and all
cases above the median for the “high religiosity” group). The CDA
perpetration index was calculated (Perpetration+1)/(Victimization+1).

The Mann-Whitney U test was applied as a nonparametric alternative
to the independent samples t-test because the assumption of normality
was not fulfilled and some variables were ordinal. The effect size for
Mann-Whitney-U was calculated with the formula

The values for skew and kurtosis between —2 and +2 are considered
acceptable in order to prove normal univariate distribution (George &
Mallery, 2010). The data were not multivariate normal (Mardia’s
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normalized coefficient = 182.55). Non-normality was substantially
driven by three variables which had highly non-normal marginal dis-
tributions. CDA perpetration variable had a skew of 4.92 and kurtosis of
31.78, whereas CDA victimization had a skew of 3.04 and kurtosis of
11.09. One item of the myths variable had a skew of 3.51 and kurtosis of
12.87. Non-normal estimator’s correction was used, specifically ellip-
tical statistical methodology (ERLS). Goodness-of-fit of the model was
assessed with elliptical theory. This theory assumes that variables are
symmetrically distributed, but may perhaps have excess (or less) kur-
tosis compared to a normal distribution (Bentler, 2006). This method-
ology is incorporated into EQS version 6.3. A number of fit indices were
calculated, including: (a) the overall Xz’ (b) the comparative fit index
(CFI), (c) the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). The
most commonly used criterion for a good fit is CFI >0.95, and RMSEA
<0.06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) assessed the adequacy of the
hypothesized measurement model and the associations among the latent
variables: Cyber-dating abuse (indicators: perpetration and victimiza-
tion), Bullying (indicators: perpetration and victimization), Sexting
(indicators: active sexting and passive sexting), and Myths of romantic
love (indicators: four items). In the SEM model, Bullying, Sexting and
Myths of romantic love were predictors of CDA. A significant correlation
was expected between Bullying and Sexting. We did not rule out the
possibility of demographics (sex, country and religiosity) also predicting
the outcome of CDA and examined the previous results of means com-
parison based on effect size to assess whether further parameters should
be added to the model for fit improvement and further explication. Since
our data are cross-sectional, we also tested two alternative models in
which latent factors were used as predictors of CDA victimization and
CDA perpetration, respectivley.

3. Results
3.1. Prevalence rates of cyber dating abuse and sexting

Cyber dating abuse perpetration prevalence was 28.6%, and higher
in Latin American countries (30.07%) than Spain (24.4 %), X2 =9.91,p
=.002. Cyber dating abuse victimization revealed a total prevalence of
39.2%, with significant differences for sex (boys 41.8%; girls 37.3%; 3>
= 4.68, p = .031). It also showed higher prevalence in Latin American
countries (42.4%) than Spain (33.2%), Xz = 18.04, p < .001. The cyber
dating abuse percentages according to four categories (without violence
55%, perpetration only 6%, victimization only 17%, bidirectional
violence 22%) indicate that bidirectional violence was the most
frequent.

Regarding active sexting, a total prevalence of 13.2% was found.
Participants with high religiosity (10.7%) were less involved in sexting
behaviors than those with low religiosity (16.02%), y> = 12.58, p <
.001. Regarding passive sexting, a total prevalence of 24.8% was found,
with some significant differences for sex (boys 32%; girls 24.4%; 2 =
20.69, p < .001), and religiosity (high religiosity 21%; low religiosity
29.4%; y? = 17.67, p < .001).

3.2. Comparisons of means by sex, country origin and religiosity

Table 1 shows the differences of means of the sex-based variables.
The index of CDA perpetration was slightly higher in girls than boys (r =
0.052). It should be noted that girls showed less passive sexting (r =
0.093) and less bullying perpetration (r = 0.146), as well as more
bullying victimization (r = 0.079). Boys presented more myths of
romantic love (r = 0.228).

In Table 2, the differences of means of the country-based variables
(Spain vs. Latin American countries) are shown. There were no differ-
ences in sexting engagement and bullying victimization between Spain
and Latin American countries. It is noteworthy that Spanish adolescents
reported significantly lower figures for CDA perpetration (r = 0.073),
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Table 1
Comparisons of means of the study variables by sex (with standard deviations in
parentheses).

Variables Range Girls (n Boys (n 0) Effect
= = Mann-Whitney size
1548) 1658)
CDA 0-30 1.10 1.54 1,270,391.5 .009
perpetration (2.86) 4.14)
CDA 0-30 2.03 2.43 583,925.5%* .055
victimization (4.34) (4.58)
Index of CDA 0.03-31  1.08 0.96 581,471.5% .052
perpetration (1.30) (0.82)
Active sexting 0-2 0.15 0.19 1,060,070 .030
(0.46) (0.39)
Passive sexting 0-2 0.30 0.43 953,712%** .093
(0.57) (0.68)
Bullying 0-6 0.78 1.15 1,119,932%** .146
perpetration (1.31) (1.52)
Bullying 0-6 1.54 1.22 1,049,816.5***  .079
victimization (1.86) (1.68)
Myths of 0-24 3.16 5.06 842,758%*** .228
romantic love (3.72) (4.67)

Note: ***p < .001; **: p < .01; *: p < .05.

Table 2
Comparison of means of the study variables by country (with standard de-
viations in parentheses).

Variables Range Spain (n  Latin A. U Effect
= 1040) (n= Mann- size
2224) Whitney
CDA 0-30 0.99 1.50 550,975%** .073
perpetration (3.22) (3.79)
CDA 0-30 1.91 2.42 521,896 ** .087
victimization (4.38) (4.66)
Index of CDA 0.03-31  1.05 1.01 550,802 .036
perpetration (0.95) 1.17)
Active sexting 0-2 0.15 0.18 965,166.5 .023
(0.38) (0.36)
Passive sexting 0-2 0.38 0.37 919,800 .023
(0.62) (0.63)
Bullying 0-6 0.83 1.02 1,087,945.5* .043
perpetration (1.28) (1.49)
Bullying 0-6 1.39 1.39 1,060,867 .014
victimization (1.82) (1.82)
Myths of 0-24 3.61 4.30 945,350.5%** .071
romantic love (3.99) (4.50)

Note: Latin A.: Latin American countries; ***p < .001; **: p < .01; *: p < .05.

CDA victimization (r = 0.087), bullying (r = 0.043), and also showed
less belief in myths of romantic love (r = 0.071) than participants from
Latin American countries.

Table 3 depicts the differences of means based on religiosity (high vs.
low). Sexting and myths of romantic love showed significant differences,
as participants with high religion showed less active sexting practice (r
= 0.083), passive sexting (r = 0.097) but more myths of romantic love (r
=0.108).

Table 3
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3.3. Structural equation modeling

The confirmatory factor analysis included the three latent factors and
two demographic variables (male and religiosity). All factor loadings
and latent factors were significant (p < .001). Fit indices for the CFA
model which required no model modification were all acceptable
ERLSy? (41, N = 3264) = 81.04; CFI = 0.970; NNI = 0.952; IFI = 0.971;
RMSEA = 0.029 [90% CI 0.020 - 0.039].

The structural model is presented in Fig. 1. This model had good fit
statistics: ERLS)(2 (48, N = 3264) = 110.64; CFI = 0.953; NNI = 0.936;
IFI = 0.954; RMSEA = 0.034 [90% CI 0.026 - 0.042]. Eleven percent of
the variance in cyber dating abuse was explained. A direct effect of
Sexting (f = 0.17, p < .001) and of Myths of romantic love (f = 0.24, p
< .001) on Cyber dating abuse was found. However, Bullying was not a
significant predictor of CDA (f = 0.09, p > .05). The level of religiosity
was a significant predictor of Sexting (f = 0.13, p > .05). At the same
time, Bullying and Sexting were significantly and positively associated
(r = 0.23, p < .001). Being male was related to showing more Myths of
romantic love ( = 0.32, p < .001), Sexting (p = 0.17, p < .05), and
Bullying ( = 0.17, p < .05). Mediation analysis using SEM showed a
significant indirect effect of male sex on CDA through Myths of romantic
love and Sexting (p = 0.10, p < .001). Previously, we ran a SEM model
containing male sex associated with CDA, and country with Myths of
romantic love. However, male sex did not have a direct effect on CDA, (p
= 0.06, p > .05) nor did country on Myths of romantic love (f = 0.02, p
> .05), or religiosity (B = 0.03, p > .05), ERLSy2 (57, N = 3264) =
134.19; CFI = 0.947; NNI = 0.927; IFI = 0.948; RMSEA = 0.035 [90% CI
0.027 - 0.042]; R = 0.11.

The first alternative model changing the cyber dating abuse factor for
CDA perpetration had good fit statistics: ERLSy? (39, N = 3264) = 94.65;
CFI = 0.952; NNI = 0.933; IFI = 0.953; RMSEA = 0.035 [90% CI 0.026 -
0.044]; R? = 0.10. The second alternative model changing the latent
variable cyber dating abuse for CDA victimization had adequate fit
statistics: ERLS)(2 (39, N = 3264) = 97.741; CFI = 0.950; NNI = 0.930;
IFI = 0.951; RMSEA = 0.036 [90% CI 0.027 - 0.045]; R%=04. Although
both models fit well, the explained variance was lower than the main
SEM model (R® = 0.11).

4. Discussion

The continuous development of information and communication
technologies and their growing use by adolescents in their relationships
favors risky behaviors online. Nowadays, virtual interactions between
partners are frequent and, in this context, cyber dating abuse can occur.
To the best of our knowledge, this is one of the first studies focused on
analyzing cyber dating abuse, myths of romantic love, sexting engage-
ment, and bullying depending on sex, country and religion. Findings
suggest that males show more sexting engagement and bullying perpe-
tration, and assume more myths of romantic love. Furthermore, ado-
lescents with high religiosity presented less sexting engagement than
those with low religiosity. According to means comparison analyses,
Latin American adolescents adopted slightly more myths of romantic

Comparisons of means of the study variables by religiosity (with standard deviations in parentheses).

Variables Range High religiosity (n = 1134) Low religiosity (n = 941) U Effect size
Mann-Whitney
CDA perpetration 0-30 1.51 (4.22) 1.26 (3.32) 527,701.5 .006
CDA victimization 0-30 2.17 (4.74) 2.31 (4.54) 241,141 .016
Index of CDA perpetration 0.03-31 1.01 (0.83) 1.04 (0.93) 241,461.5 .007
Active sexting 0-2 0.12 (0.37) 0.19 (0.46) 413,3160*** .083
Passive sexting 0-2 0.27 (0.56) 0.38 (0.64) 401,845 .097
Bullying perpetration 0-6 0.91 (1.38) 0.91 (1.43) 511,740 .010
Bullying victimization 0-6 1.27 (1.71) 1.46 (1.86) 485,939 .039
Myths of romantic love 0-24 4.59 (4.53) 3.95 (4.14) 438,140%* .108

Note: *: Chi-square analysis; ***p < .001; **: p < .01; *: p < .05.
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Fig. 1. Structural model predicting CDA based on 3,2643 participants from community population. All estimated parameters are standardized. All factor loadings,

correlation and regression coefficients are significant at p < .05, except  p > .05.

love than Spanish adolescents. The second objective of the present study
was to investigate the explanatory factors of CDA, examining variables
associated with bullying, sexting and myths of romantic love, using SEM
models. The results revealed that CDA is predicted by sexting, while
myths of romantic love had mediating effects.

According to the SEM model, there were no gender differences in
CDA. Contrary to what is expected in society, several studies have also
reported a higher victimization prevalence in men compared to women
(Duran-Segura & Martinez-Pecino, 2015; Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2017;
Monteiro et al., 2023). However, Martinez-Soto and Ibabe (2023) in
their meta-analysis found similar CDA rates in males and females. One
explanation for these results could be that adolescents react differently
to these behaviors, boys being more reactive than girls to control and
monitoring behaviors, and tend to identify and report them more often
(Duran-Segura & Martinez-Pecino, 2015; Monteiro et al., 2023).
Considering the absence of siginificative differences in perpetration
prevalence rates between boys and girls, another explanation that
should be considered is gender symmetry, which, according to Straus
(2011), means equal rates of perpetration of non-sexual assaults by men
and women. The existence of bidirectionality in CDA should also be
taken into account in order to explain its abuse patterns. This means that
victims, as a coping mechanism to deal with the abuse they suffer, could
also become perpetrators and vice versa (Monteiro et al., 2023). Thus,
further research should include the deeper investigation of gender dif-
ferences and the figure of the victimized offender.

Regarding gender differences in romantic myths, as expected, boys
showed greater adherence to romantic myths than girls did, as found in
previous similar studies (Bisquert-Bover et al., 2019; Carbonell Marqués
& Mestre, 2019; Cava et al., 2023; Jiménez-Picon et al., 2022). Carbonell
Marqués and Mestre (2019) explained that boys internalized more
myths of romantic love (omnipotent love, love as possession, total
dedication and giving up intimacy) than girls did. The reasoning behind
these results may be the greater assumption by men of traditional gender
roles (Nava-Reyes et al., 2018) and more sexist beliefs than women
(Ibabe et al., 2016). Results also evidenced that boys appear to be more
engaged in sexting than girls, in line with some previous studies
(Gamez-Guadix et al., 2017; Gasso et al., 2020; Quesada et al., 2018). As
with cyber dating abuse, there is no consensus about gender differences
in sexting engagement (Barrense-Dias et al., 2017). The results of this
study could be explained by the fact that boys usually receive more
sexual content from their peers without sending content back and are

more used to pressuring girls to send sexts and therefore to receiving
their sexual content (Gasso et al., 2020; Van Ouytsel et al., 2017). It
should also be noted that previous research has found that, even if boys
practice more sexting or if there are no differences between boys and
girls in prevalence, girls tend to be more judged and be considered more
pejoratively if they engage in sexting, but also if they do not (Barren-
se-Dias et al., 2017).

As it was hypothesized, differences in myths of romantic love be-
tween countries were found. Latin American adolescents showed
slightly greater assumption of myths of romantic love than Spanish
adolescents did, consistent with previous research. An investigation
carried out with a sample of 203 Latin American students resident in
Spain found that myths of romantic love were related to the Gender
Inequality Index of their country of origin, so that the presence of myths
of romantic love increased with greater gender inequality (Carbonell
Marqués & Mestre, 2019). Along these lines, Bonilla-Algovia and
Rivas-Rivero (2021) reported that Central American countries (El Sal-
vador and Nicaragua) presented higher scores on myths of romantic love
assumption than South American countries (eg. Argentina, Chile) or
Spain.

Regarding religiosity, myths of romantic love were expected to exist
more often in adolescents with a higher level of religiosity. However,
SEM model results did not show any relationship between religiosity and
myths of romantic love. Nevertheless, in a similar study, Nava-Reyes
et al. (2018) found that religious beliefs were related to myths of
romantic love and benevolent sexism in Mexican adolescents. Studies
that have analyzed the relationship between religiosity and ambivalent
sexism in Spain have shown that sexism, especially benevolent sexism, is
positively related to religiosity (Glick et al., 2002). Along these lines,
Aliri et al. (2013) found that adolescents from religious schools had
higher scores on ambivalent sexism than adolescents from non-religious
schools, although it should be noted that the effect size was small. The
possible link between myths of romantic love (or sexist attitudes) and
high levels of religiosity could be explained by the role of religions in
maintaining traditional gender roles and stereotypes. However, it is
interesting to note that in the present study adolescents with high reli-
giosity presented less sexting engagement than those with low religi-
osity. One possible explanation for this finding is that religion impacts
individual adolescents’ sexual behavior through mechanisms of social
support and social control (Rostosky et al., 2004). Indeed, adolescents
with high religiosity present less risky sexual behaviors (Haglund &
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Fehring, 2010).

As was also expected, gender had indirect effects on CDA through
myths of romantic love based on the main SEM model. Among males, the
belief in myths of romantic love was higher, and these beliefs were
positively related to CDA. Moreover, adolescents with greater internal-
ization of myths of romantic love obtained higher scores for CDA
victimization and perpetration. In previous studies, these romantic be-
liefs have been positively related to online control behaviors (Borrajo
et al., 2015), offline aggression (Papp et al., 2017), and to tolerant at-
titudes toward abuse in dating relationships (Cava et al., 2023). This
means that the adolescents who internalize myths of romantic love could
more easily perpetrate and tolerate some abusive behaviors in their
dating relationships (Cava et al., 2023), which could also imply a greater
legitimization of violence against women (Bajo-Pérez, 2020; Lelaurain
et al., 2018). To deal with the problem of CDA, it is necessary to raise
awareness among young people and adolescents and the prevention of
gender violence through campaigns developed by different professionals
specialized in these issues and the use of technologies.

As hypothesized, sexting engagement was a significant predictor of
CDA. This result is consistent with the findings of other studies which
also indicate that adolescents involved in sexting practices were more
likely to engage in cyber dating abuse (Morelli et al., 2016; Quesada
et al., 2018). These two types of practices happen in the same virtual
context and are based on the same technologies. In fact, sexting images
and videos, when shared with third parties without the partner’s con-
sent, in a dating relationship context, would constitute a form of cyber
dating abuse, depending on its conceptualization and dimensions
(Martinez-Soto & Ibabe, 2023).

It was predicted that bullying would be related to CDA but our
findings did not confirm this hypothesis. However, several studies
focused on the relationship between traditional forms of dating violence
and bullying engagement have found a positive relationship (Foshee
et al., 2014; Lopez-del Burgo et al., 2021; Munoz-Fernandez et al., 2019;
Niolon et al., 2015; Zych et al., 2019). It seems that abusive behaviors
acquired within the peer group can be easily reproduced in the new
context of an intimate relationship (Zych et al., 2019), although the
present study did not include cyberbullying on the scale, which could be
a limitation. Thus, CDA prevention should also promote the develop-
ment of healthy peer relationships, off-line as well as online, as these
forms of abusive relationships seem to be related.

4.1. Limitations

The present study has some limitations that should be considered
when interpreting the results. Firstly, its cross-sectional nature must be
taken into account. This does not allow conclusions to be drawn about
causal relationships between the analyzed variables. Future longitudinal
research is needed to explore the causal relationships between myths of
romantic love, sexting, bullying, and cyber dating abuse. Another limi-
tation relates to the assessment of the study variables, which should fit
completely with theoretical understanding, and be measured with
validated instruments with evidence of their psychometric properties.
Moreover, the exclusive use of self-report measures may have affected
the answers due to participants’ own perceptions or the possible social
desirability of their responses. It should also be considered that the in-
ternal consistency coefficients of several variables did not reach the
desired level (o > .70), but the use of these measures was justified by the
reduced number of scale items of the variables. According to Dall’Oglio
etal. (2010), a Cronbach a of 0.50 can be legitimate and acceptable with
a short scale, but the scale measuring active sexting has very low in-
ternal consistency in the sample. Despite these limitations, the findings
provide valuable insight for school context prevention, incorporating
information about healthy peer relationships within cyber dating abuse
prevention efforts.
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5. Conclusions

The present study explored how cyber dating abuse is associated
with other types of interpersonal violence, risky online behaviors and
myths of romantic love. Results support the direct effect of sexting
engagement on cyber dating abuse, as well as the mediating effect of
myths of romantic love. These findings highlight the need for future
research to explore how CDA and sexting interact and potentially feed
each other, with more time-sensitive analyses to determine the exact
nature of these associations.

Previous research has highlighted the existence of polyvictimization
among adolescents and young people, especially when these types of
violence or abuse share characteristics (bullying and cyberbullying, or
dating abuse and cyber dating abuse). This is in line with the idea that
behaviors that occur offline and online often overlap and that the
engagement in one type of violence or abuse comes with a greater risk of
engaging in another (Caridade & Braga, 2020; Cava, Buelga, et al., 2020;
Espino et al., 2022; Machimbarrena et al., 2018; Van Ouytsel et al.,
2017). This could mean that violence could be normalized by adoles-
cents and young people, both between peers and partners.

This information is relevant for parents, caregivers, school teachers
and practitioners to be aware of and to understand the problems ado-
lescents face in the development of their interpersonal relationships.
These findings emphasize the importance for prevention programs to
take a broader approach, including strategies to help them identify any
type of abusive behavior both among peers and dating partners, rather
than focusing exclusively on a single type of violence. In addition, CDA
prevention programs should promote the development of healthy peer
relationships offline as well as online, as these forms of abusive re-
lationships seem to be related. These programs should also include, on
the one hand, awareness about the responsible use of the Internet. For
example, it is important to make adolescents and young people aware of
all the risks that sexting can involve. One of the greatest risks of sexting
is the possible dissemination of the photos or videos forwarded by the
initial recipient without the permission of their owner. In a dating
relationship, a critical time for such dissemination is the breakup, as a
form of revenge. It is also important to note that the dissemination of
sexts without the owner’s consent, besides being a crime, can cause a lot
of emotional damage to the victim, and can have other outcomes, such
as suffering any type of extortion, blackmail or sexual harassment. On
the other hand, they should also include the analysis of myths of
romantic love in order to make adolescents understand how they in-
fluence their perceptions of intimate relationships. Given that adoles-
cents have their first romantic relationships at an ever earlier age, and
that first relationships influence later ones, these programs should be
implemented during early adolescence.
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Appendix
YOURLIFE QUESTIONNAIRE

We would like to thank you for helping us with this survey. This is an international study to better understand people your age. This survey is
ANONYMOUS. You don’t have to write your name. No one will be able to know who the answers correspond to.

The survey is also VOLUNTARY. If you don’t want to answer it, you can leave the room whenever you want, or you can wait without answering it
until the others finish. None of these decisions will have consequences for you. If you do not feel comfortable answering any question, you can choose
the option “I do not want to answer”.

This survey IS NOT A TEST. We are not going to rate you, so we encourage you to answer as honestly as possible. Mark only one answer box for each
question. If it is difficult to choose the answer, mark the one that is closest to what you think or do most of the time.

In some questions, the answers are not equally healthy or recommendable. We include them because there may be people who are in those
circumstances.

It will take you about 20 min to answer the survey.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COLABORATION!

Please fill in the following socio-demographic data.

Age: Gender: Male [] Female (] Country of residence:
I don’t want to answer []
The last school year:

[ I failed one or more subjects

[ I passed everything

[ I got good grades

Do you have a partner or date someone? (We mean a “special” relationship with someone, different from the one you have with other friends).

O No, I have never had a partner
[ Not now, but I have had a partner or dated someone before [] Yes
How long have you been dating or were you approximately dating this partner?

[0 Less than 1 month
[0 1 month

[0 2-3 months

[0 4-5 months

[0 6 months or more
Your partner is/was:

O Male

[0 Female

[0 I don’t want to answer

What is your religion or religious belief?

[ Idon’t believe in God/I don’t know if God exists

[0 Catholic

[0 Protestant/Evangelical

[ Orthodox

[0 Other Christian religion

O Islamic

[0 Hinduism

[0 Buddhism

[ Ethnic religions

[J Traditional Chinese religion (Taoism, Confucianism)
[ Shinto

O Sikhism

O Judaism

[ Other

How often do you go to the church of your religion?

[ Never

[0 Hardly never

[ A few times a year
[0 Once a month

(continued on next page)
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(continued)

[J Once a week
[0 More than once a week

CDA victimization

The statements presented below refer to behaviors that your partner may have done through new technologies (Internet, social networks, email,
etc., as well as mobile phone applications such as WhatsApp, SMS, calls).

Please mark how often YOUR PARTNER has or has had any of these behaviors with you (from a minimum of 0: “never” to a maximum of 6: “very
often").

Calls or sends messages continuously to control what you do, where or who you are with 0
Has checked your mobile without your permission 0
Control what you do on social media 0
Forces you to send him/her photos or videos of you with erotic/sexual content 0
Sends you photos or videos of him/herself with erotic/sexual content even if you have told him/her that you do not want to receive them 0
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CDA perpetration

The statements presented below refer to behaviors that you may have done through new technologies (Internet, social networks, email, etc., as well
as mobile phone applications such as WhatsApp, SMS, calls).

Please mark how often YOU have or have had any of these behaviors with your partner (from a minimum of 0: “never” to a maximum of 6: “very
often").

You continuously call or send messages to control what he/she does, where or who he/she is with.

You have checked his mobile without his permission

You control what he/she does on social media

You force him/her to send you photos or videos of him/her with erotic/sexual content

You send him/her photos or videos of you that contain sexual content even though he/she has told you that he/she does not want to receive them
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Sexting experiences

In the last 12 months, have you ever done any of these activities?

Active sexting

Sent images of erotic/sexual content in which you appear No Yes I don’t know
Sent images of erotic/sexual content featuring someone you know No Yes I don’t know
Asked someone to send you an image of them with erotic/sexual content No Yes I don’t know
Passive sexting

Received images of erotic/sexual content in which someone you know appears No Yes I don’t know

Bullying experiences

Mark how often you have been in any of these situations (from a minimum of 0: “never” to a maximum of 6: “very often")

Bullying victimization

1 have suffered some type of physical or psychological damage or aggression (been insulted, hit, belittled ...) by someone frommyschool 0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Bullying perpetration

I have caused/inflicted some type of damage or physical or psychological aggression (I have insulted, hit, belittled ...) to someone frommy 0 1 2 3 4 5 6
school

Myths of romantic love

We would like to know if you agree with the following statements about love (from a minimum of 0: “totally disagree” to a maximum of 6: “totally
agree")
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Happiness can only be possible being in a relationship.
Love implies being jealous.

Love means continuing with a partner who does not suit you, because they need you to change.
Love implies abandoning your own interests, friendships, etc. To dedicate yourself only to your partner.
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